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WEATHERING THE STORMS: THE FLOYD 
WILDER FAMILY AND THE GREAT 
HURRICANES OF THE 1920s 
 
Introduction by Ruth S. Irwin 
 
 
   Motorists speeding along Highway 27 around the south shore of Lake Okeechobee between 
Clewiston and South Bay are aware of lush cane fields and vegetable plantings on the one hand 
and the Hoover Dike rising up to contain the lake on the other. It is difficult to visualize the wild 
beauty and the virtual inacessability of this area before the turn of the century. 
 
   Unique in the world, the Everglades had long been a land of legend and strange tales. The first 
written source of information of this mysterious region came from a shipwrecked Spaniard, 
captured in 1545 as a boy and held captive for seventeen years by the fierce Calusa chief, Carlos. 
Hernando d’Eascalante Fontenado was told by his captors of the existence of a great interior lake 
known as Mayami. In 1823 a map of Florida carried the word Everglades. The Seminoles gave 
the lake its present name of Okeechobee. They had been driven south into the area during the 
Seminole Wars, and in 1837, the soldiers pursuing them verified the location of the lake and the 
difficult terrain around it. 
 
   The early explorers found a wonderland of moving water, fish, exotic birds, snakes, insects, 
orchids, ferns, and animal life. They noted the thousands of birds that rose up each morning from 
the great bird rookeries in the custard apple trees. This dense belt of trees, festooned with moon 
vines, girded the lake on the east and south shores and fanned out a mile or two into the razor-
sharp saw grass. The custard apple land gave its name to the fantastically rich organic soil known 
as custard apple muck or black gold. 
 
   The countless years of slow vegetable decay, low elevation, warm climate, heavy rainfall, and 
periodic flooding built up the ground level of the land to as much as fourteen feet above bed 
rock. The great bird rookeries, the land lying fallow, flooding, depth, and age all played a part in 
the formation of custard apple muck. 
 
   The rise of farming on these shores was preceded by a chain of events on many fronts. Lone 
egret hunters, as well as bobcat, coon and alligator trappers, came first. The digging of the canals 
linked the lake to the outside world and gave rise to a lucrative fishing industry. Great land sales 
were made to ease many a financial crisis for the state. The sale of 108,000 acres of land ad-
joining the south shore to Richard J. Bolles was made in 1908, and three years later, he built an 
impressive hotel at Lake Harbor to foster land sales. Hundreds of prospective land customers 
were brought in by yacht or steamboat from Ft. Myers and Ft. Lauderdale. Farm sites were 
widely advertised in newspapers throughout the country. 
 
   The early farmers who came after World War I into the 1920s were the real pioneers. Many of 
them were veterans or southern farmers who had been wiped out by low prices on their farm 
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crops, following the war. They were able to grow several crops of winter vegetables during the 
farming season, and they found ready markets. They also encountered many difficulties – 
flooding, getting their vegetables to market by boat before they spoiled, drainage and soil 
problems, muck fires, drought, and hurricanes. 
 
   Towns and settlements on the south and east shores were formed, soil and drainage problems 
were solved, highways and railroads were built to speed the vegetables to market and end 
dependence on the water as a means of travel. A mud and sand dike was built, and after the 
hurricanes of 1926 and 1928, it was replaced with the present strong dependable dike and a 
sophisticated system of water control. Vegetable farming and the sugar cane industry arose as it 
it is known today. Commercial fishing disappeared as well as commercial boat traffic on the lake 
and were replaced by sport fishing and pleasure craft. 
 
   Pioneer families in the Glades have important stories to tell of the lives they lived. There is 
hardly a pioneer family on the south shore that did not lose family members or close friends in 
the 1928 hurricane. At that time the mud and sand dike was breached and a great wave of water, 
driven by hurricane winds, swept over the land and drowned over 2000 people. Today, most of 
those who can recall the disaster were children then, but they can vividly remember details of 
family life and their experiences. 
 
   It is important to preserve their stories not only to give their children and grandchildren a sense 
of continuity but also as a record of historical event, human endeavor, and persistent fortitude. 
One such family was that of Floyd Oliver Wilder of South Bay. He came by boat to this area as a 
child with his family in the early 1920s. He was a farmer or worked in farm related activities 
most of his life until his retirement. It has been my privilege to record his story. 
 
*  *  *  *  *  *  * 
 
   I was born on February 2, 1918, in Knoble, Arkansas to Oliver Wilder and Willie Riegar 
Wilder, the youngest of seven living children. My mother and father had planned to come to 
Florida because their health was bad in Arkansas. Times were not too good in Arkansas, and my 
father was interested in the possibilities that were opening up in south Florida with land 
development. 
 
   My mother did not live to see Florida because she died of blood poisoning. I was told that she 
held and nursed me in the late afternoon. She died before morning. She was buried on the day 
that I was one year old. My father sold almost everything as soon after this as he could. My sister 
Vivian remembers that among other things there were two thousand fruit jars that were sold or 
given away - a silent reminder of my mother with her German background of providing and 
canning food for our large family. 
 
   My oldest sister Vivian was born in 1903, Mildred in 1906, Hilda in 1908, Melvin in 1910, 
Raymond in 1912, Laura in 1914, and I in 1918. My father moved with us to Wauchula in 
January of 1920. He had great courage in moving a large family with young children, but we 
were a close family and the older girls were a great help to him. My father did not marry again. 
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   My father went to work for a Mr. Ashball in 
Wauchula, cutting timber, soon after our move to 
Florida. We moved on to Avon Park where he 
continued to cut timber. We then moved to Moore 
Haven on the train. My father made crates and 
picked and packed tomatoes. The ones in our 
family old enough to work picked tomatoes. The 
next move was to Clewiston and then to South 
Bay, where my father started farming. It was in 
the early twenties. 
 
   I remember our move to South Bay on Captain 
Felix Forbes’ boat that hauled about everything 
including passengers and mail. Travel in those 
days had to be made mostly by boat all around the 
lake, as there were no roads to speak of. It was 
almost impossible to go to Moore Haven byland. 
In wet weather it took half a day to go to Lake 
Harbor from South Bay by land. You had to cross 
several dead rivers, and the only way to get across 
was to cut down custard apple trees and put them 
in the river beds in order not to get bogged down. 
South Bay, at that time, was just a few buildings 
and houses on the North New River Canal bank. 
 
   The boats on the lake were our only contact with the outside world when we first came to 
South Bay. They made an impression on my mind as a boy growing up. I remember the Estero, 
which had once belonged to the Koreshan Unity, a strange religious group south of Ft. Myers. 
The Estero was seventy-five feet long and narrow and it was used for hauling vegetables and 
freight. The Fox and the Arline Y, cabin boats, carried mail and passengers and had regular 
routes on the lake. Tug boats pulled barges up and down the North New River Canal, taking 
produce to Ft. Lauderdale and bringing back freight. I remember when we first came and for a 
long time after, the seine  boats of the commercial fishermen. 
 
   My father started farming, and we moved several times in the South Bay area. We lived in a 
little house on a dead river which is still in a field on the edge of South Bay. A Mr. Hutchinson 
who had no family was a neighbor and a Mrs. Thigpen, whose husband had left her, lived nearby 
with her three children. 
 
   There was a custard apple ridge around the east and south side of the lake. If the wind blew 
from the northwest it blew the water into the dead rivers which provided natural drainage. If the 
wind blew long enough the water spilled out from the rivers and piled up all around. The water 
flowed back into the lake when the wind slacked. 
 
   My father started farming with machete, axe, hoe, and hand plow. The custard apple trees were 
covered with moonvines that would die when the frost got to them in the winter. The custard 
Floyd Oliver Wilder, born in Knobel, 
Arkansas, Feb. 2, 1918, died in West Palm 
Beach, October 14, 1982. 
 
Photograph courtesy of Linda and Jack Stanley.
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apple was dormant in the winter, would get new leaves in the spring, and the moonvines would 
sprout out again. My father cleared virgin land and farmed it for the first time. Custard apple 
trees were no great problem to clear, but there were small elderberry trees that were hard to get 
up. The custard apple land had the greatest fertility. The fertility of the land diminished as 
custard apple gave way to willow, elder, and saw grass. 
 
   The custard apple trees provided a haven for birds of many kinds. There were great numbers of 
wild ducks on the lake, and there were coots, ibis, egrets, hawks, buzzards, jack daws, and 
blackbirds. Sometimes, crows drifted through, and there were Wilson snipe with their long 
yellow legs. 
 
   My father leased several places, and I remember that we lived for awhile about a mile and a 
half from South Bay down toward Okeelanta. Okeelanta was about four miles south of South 
Bay and it was the largest settlement in the area when we first came. 
 
   My father moved back to a farm owned by a Mr. Nimmie in the Bean City area, just west of 
South Bay. Mr. Nimmie was a good man, and my father liked him very much. Mr. Nimmie and 
Kuskin Hovie were trying to grow avocados on a big scale. The avocado trees were planted on 
diked up land with ditches dug on each side in an attempt to keep their roots dry, for avocados 
will not stand wet feet. I remember trying to eat a green avocado. 
Loading beans at South Bay, 1923. Most farm produce was sent out by boat down the North 
New River Canal to Ft. Lauderdale at that time. 
 
Courtesy of Linda and Jack Stanley and the Belle Glade Municipal Library.
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   We moved into a big building on this farm which was about one mile east of Bean City. My 
father, at various times, grew beans, tomatoes, bell pepper, egg plant, English and black eyed 
peas, potatoes, onions, and pole beans. He grew field corn to feed the stock and the chickens. At 
first, our farm produce was sent to Ft. Lauderdale by boat. Later, vegetables were taken across 
the lake to Moore Haven and sent out by rail. 
 
   I remember that after the hand plow, we had horses to pull the plows, and after awhile an old 
Fordson tractor was acquired and also a Model T truck – this was about 1925 or 1926. My sister 
Vivian remembers that she made a pleasant trip with the Nimmie family to West Palm Beach in 
their car one time. A rock road from West Palm Beach to Belle Glade had been constructed by 
1923. A muck road continued on from South Bay to Clewiston-the rock road, old highway 27, 
was not finished until after the storm of 1928. 
 
   The house that we lived in, down toward Bean City, was located between the new, unfinished 
diked-up roadway by the canal and the old mud and sand dike at the lake. The dike had been 
started in 1923 and finished in 1925. 
 
   Very few people remember the first storm in 1926 but I remember it hit us in a hard way 
because of the location of our house. It must have struck in July, and it was a hurricane to us. 
 
   The day this hurricane blew in, my father and Mr. Nimmie had gone to South Bay. They had 
walked across the roadway, crossed the canal in a row boat, and walked down the south side of 
the canal into South Bay. They left the boat tied up on the south side of the canal. Melvin, 
Raymond, Laura, and I were home alone when the rain began to fall and the wind off the lake 
began to blow. 
 
   The dike holding back the waters of Lake Okeechobee was breached and the water began to 
flow in all around us. The diked-up roadway that was being built held back the water like the rim 
of a bowl. We were soon trapped in ten or twelve feet of water. I noticed that Nellie, the horse, 
was swimming in the water. The house filled rapidly and we were forced to leave. We swam 
through the wind and the rain to the diked-up roadway and climbed on top of it. 
 
   We huddled on the road beaten by wind and rain. Mr. and Mrs. Hudson and their children, who 
lived on toward Bean City from us, made it to the road and all of us huddled there together. I 
heard Mrs. Hudson cry out over the sound of the wind, “Oh Lord! Why do you do this to me?” 
 
   A piece of tin flew by at this instant, hit her on the head, and knocked her out. About this time 
my father and Mr. Nimmie appeared on the other side of the canal – a welcome sight to all of us. 
They immediately brought the boat over and began to ferry us to the south side of the canal, two 
at a time. Mrs. Hudson came to and she was not hurt too bad. Soon, we were all on the other 
side. 
 
   We went south out into a field about a mile from the canal and all of us crawled into a corn crib 
half filled with shucked corn and pumpkins. We chewed dry corn and raw pumpkin when we got 
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hungry, as there was nothing else to eat. We stayed there until the next afternoon. The water 
began to drain back in the lake when the storm died down and the wind abated. 
 
   We made our way home to find that the house had been flooded and all of our food was ruined. 
Black, soupy mud had soaked our mattresses and bedding and lay four to six inches deep on 
everything. My father went to South Bay and got food from V. C. Denton’s grocery store and 
brought it back to us that same afternoon. The Fordson tractor had been completely submerged. 
They had to replace a coil in each of its four cyclinders. They drained and dried it out and finally 
got it running again. 
 
   Lots of fish had blown out of the lake, and water lay in pools all around. Melvin was trying to 
kick a catfish out of the water and the fish finned him through his boot. It did not hurt him very 
much, but it wouldn't have mattered if it had for there was not a doctor anywhere around. 
 
   I heard, a long time later, that the wind blowing from north to south in this July hurricane or 
big storm, pushed the water from the north side of the lake. The people in Okeechobee walked 
out on the dry lake bed and gathered up fish quite a way out before the water came back again. 
 
   My sister Vivian was working as a waitress in a cafe in Clewiston run by a Mrs. Dinger. 
Mildred was working in West Palm Beach. Hilda stayed at home and did most of the cleaning 
and cooking before she married Clarence Lee. She had two children by her first marriage, and 
she and Clarence had a baby. They were living at Sebring Farm near Lake Harbor; Clarence 
operated a boat on the lake; and Melvin looked after Laura, Raymond, and me when our father 
was not around. 
 
   The next hurricane was not long in coming. On September 17, 1926 it hit Miami with winds of 
140 miles an hour or better. High winds reached Lake Okeechobee on September 18, and winds 
of severe hurricane strength swept across the lake and backed waters up in the southwest corner 
by morning. A great swell of water, ten or fifteen feet high, washed the dike away at Moore 
Haven, swept houses and buildings away, and drowned several hundred people. 
 
   Strangely enough, this hurricane did not do much damage to us, even though the wind was 
terrific. My father made a rope swing and tied it to the two by fours holding the roof. The larger 
ones of us took turns sitting in the swing, and the roof held and was only slightly damaged. Wind 
driven rain came into the house, but it was clean. 
 
   Vivian, in Clewiston, was living with the Dinger family for whom she worked. She became 
uneasy as the storm gathered strength at night and at 1:30 a.m. she made her way to Madam and 
Papa Watanabe’s Hotel on the ridge and rented a room. Many people were in the hotel and others 
continued to come even after the storm abated. The Watanabes, Japanese and good of heart, fed 
people all that day, and Vivian helped them. Wet clothes hung on the second floor screened in 
porch of the hotel for several days, and Vivian’s room was piled high with wet clothes. Everyone 
made a run on Cecil Parkinson’s store, and the women turned out in dungarees. Parkinson’s 
completely sold out. 
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   The Watanabes begged Vivian to stay on and work for them. She was glad to do so, because 
the Dinger family, scared by the storm, left Clewiston. The Watanabes went back to Japan after a 
time, but Vivian continued on when Mrs. Downs took over the Clewiston Inn. She worked there 
for fifteen years. 
 
   All of us were brought up to work. Melvin and Raymond stayed around home, and they would 
go out to work in addition to helping my father farm. They worked on the barges that plied the 
lake. Melvin drove tractors, and he worked on Brown’s peanut farm. Everyone did what they 
could to earn a buck. 
 
   My older brothers and sisters always maintained that our dad never punished Laura or me 
because we were so young when our mother died. I can surely say that my dad got me one time. 
Raymond and I were out behind an old, blown-down building, shucking corn, and Raymond had 
a pack of cigarettes. I talked him into letting me take a puff or two. I had just put the cigarette in 
my mouth when my dad stepped around the corner of the old building and caught me. He 
swatted me with a board, and the board had a nail in the end of it. He might let me take a puff of 
his cigar or a sip of his moonshine as I sat on his lap but he drew the line on a cigarette. 
 
Madam Watanabe and a guest. 
 
Courtesy of the Clewiston News.  
Map showing the limits of extensive flood 
damage during the 1926 and 1928 
hurricanes. 
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   My father was always good to me and I was very close to him as long as he lived. 
 
   My father started farming at Gardner’s place, which was south of the first curve of the highway 
going north out of South Bay. We moved into a small house there. In spite of setbacks, we were 
doing well by sending our produce by boat across the lake to Moore Haven; it went out by rail 
from there. 
 
   Mr. Gardner helped my father build a house for us in 1927, after we bought some lots in South 
Bay on what is now known as 2nd Street. The house was located four or five lots south of where 
the railroad tracks are today. We were a quarter of a mile or so from the sand and mud dike on 
the lake. 
 
   My father built our house to take advantage of all prevailing breezes. Four rooms projected out 
on four sides, and each room had a door and windows. It was built wrong to stand the wind of 
the 1928 hurricane. 
 
   The day before the September 16, 1928 storm was not too bad. It was cloudy, breezy, and cool 
with sudden showers. Sunday, the sun came out, and the wind was blowing briskly. We had been 
told that there was a hurricane, but no one expected it to come into our area. 
 
South Bay locks, 1923. 
 
Photograph courtesy of Linda & Jack Stanley and the Belle Glade Municipal Library.
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   Hilda and Clarence Lee came from Sebring Farm with the children – Billy, Geneva, and the 
baby. In the afternoon, Gardner’s two sons, Billy and Johnny, who was my age, Raymond and I 
went down to the North New River Canal bank, nearby. We were skipping rocks along the water. 
The wind was strong. The lock was closed, and water was piling up around a big barge tied up in 
the lock. 
 
   Mr. Gardner had been up around the post office, and he got word that the hurricane was 
coming our way. He came down to get his boys. This was about 3:00 or 4:00 p.m., and he may 
have been down to talk to my father. He told Raymond and me to go on home because a 
hurricane was coming. 
 
   Hilda and Laura cooked a fried chicken dinner, and we ate. Mrs. Thigpen with Lillian, Pearl, 
and Philip, who was a buddy of mine, were with us. Just before dark we noticed the water 
coming up, and my father, Clarence, and all of us boys ran out and began gathering up chickens, 
putting them in the corn crib. We had about 200 chickens. It was raining, the wind was blowing a 
gale, and the water was coming up fast. It got so dark that we gave up on the chickens and went 
into the house which was built on pilings. 
 
Damage from the 1928 hurricane. 
 
Courtesy of the Great Outdoors Publishing Company.
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   The water began to come into the house. The water rose fast, and my father said we must go up 
in the ceiling loft. I went up first with a kerosene lamp. They started passing up blankets and 
other things to me, and all of us were soon up in the loft – Dad, Mrs. Thigpen and her three 
children, Hilda and Clarence and their three children, Melvin, Raymond, Laura and I. There were 
fourteen of us in the loft. 
 
   Something hit the house and knocked it off the piling about 9:00 p.m. I will always believe it 
was part of the grandstand from the ball park that was located to the north of our house. Since the 
house sat between the canal and the roadway and the locks on the canal were closed, the water 
piled up and the wind swirled the house through the water. The house shifted and leaned. 
 
   The last thing I heard my father say was, “Run to the far corner!” and everyone ran to the far 
corner and huddled there. 
 
   “Hold on to the roof!” he yelled. 
 
Stacks of rough pine coffins awaiting the arrival of the dead that search parties brought into 
Belle Glade. The coffins were taken by truck to West Palm Beach for burial. 
 
Photograph courtesy of Linda & Jack Stanley and the Belle Glade Municipal Library.
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   I reached up and held on to the timbers. The roof went, “Zing,” and then it was gone. There 
was no sound except the sound of the wind and the rain. The house disintegrated and dumped us 
into seventeen feet of water. 
 
   I could feel people kicking me as we came out of the huddle. We were dumped out in utter 
darkness amid debris. Glass, tin, and flying timbers were all around us in the air and water. I 
must have grabbed hold of about three different things as I was dislodged from one to grab 
another. 
 
   The next morning, I discovered with the first light from the sun that I had caught a section of 
sheeting from a tar paper shack. I was on the east side of the canal near where the bridge was 
located. The timber to which I clung was lodged on a slant in a big guava tree, and this had 
served as a wind break. I was wet, cold, and so exhausted that I hated to get up. I must have 
dozed off again. 
 
Search parties continued to hunt victims of the storm for many weeks. The burning of 
unidentified bodies in South Bay after the hurricane is shown here. 
 
Photograph courtesy of Linda and Jack Stanley and the Belle Glade Municipal Library.
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   Harold Clark found me as he was trying to salvage things from his family’s home. He told me 
that some of my folks were down near the post office and had been looking for me. Raymond, 
who had been lodged near the bridge, yelled at me about that time, and not being able to realize 
what had happened I asked him, “What are you doing here?” 
 
   I climbed up on the roadway and crossed the bridge. The post office was narrowly separated 
from the locks, and I saw the barge still in the locks. I learned later that most of the people in 
South Bay had survived by getting on the barge. Ivan Van Horn was given credit for saving the 
lives of the 211 people on board which were most of the people in the South Bay area. He stayed 
outside on the deck all night, unprotected from the wind and the rain, and kept the bilge pump 
running while others bailed water, and the barge stayed afloat. 
 
   They took me to the post office which was still standing and Mrs. Hartline, who lived there, 
gave me some soup. She also gave me some of Eric’s clothes which I remember were too big for 
me. I had gone through the hurricane unhurt, barefoot, in overalls and shirt and I lost only one 
Members of the Coast Guard and National Guard at Belle Glade clearing up the debris 
scattered by the storm. 
 
Photograph courtesy of the Great Outdoors Publishing Company.
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button. I saw Melvin, Raymond, Hilda, Clarence, and Lillian Thigpen who were there ahead of 
me. 
 
   My dad’s body was the first body recovered after the hurricane passed. Ivan Van Horn found 
him on the west side of the canal close to the bridge. His skull had been crushed. 
 
   The bodies of Philip Thigpen or “Man,” my friend, and his sister Pearl were on the west edge 
of the canal. They must have been drowned. Raymond was carried to the bridge and hung on to it 
until just before daybreak. 
 
   Melvin was able to hang on to a small building back of the lumber yard on the west side of the 
canal. Old Mr. Hutchinson had a flashlight and had started to our house in the early part of the 
storm. He lived near Mrs. Thigpen, and he had a special interest in looking out for her and her 
children. He had been unable to reach our house and had taken refuge in the small building 
before Melvin landed there. 
 
   It was nothing short of a miracle that Melvin was able to grab Hilda as she came tumbling 
along in the dark waters behind him. The three of them were able to hang on to this building 
through the storm. I distinctly remember that I had seen a light blink several times as I was 
Skull and bones found a few months after the hurricane. This was one of many that were found 
months and even years later. 
 
Photograph courtesy of Linda and Jack Stanley and the Belle Glade Municipal Library.
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thrown about in the black night and the tumbling 
waters. It might have been Mr. Hutchinson’s 
flashlight. 
 
   In addition to the loss of our father, Laura was 
drowned as were Hilda’s three children. Mrs. 
Thigpen, Pearl, and Philip were drowned. Eight of 
the fourteen who took refuge in our house were 
lost, and six of us survived. I was ten years old. 
 
   We left South Bay the second day after the 
storm on a truck belonging to the Huffman 
Construction Company. We went to Belle Glade 
and on to West Palm Beach where we were taken 
to a hotel on the lake. 
 
   Mildred had gone through the storm in the 
George Washington Hotel where she was working 
at that time. She was frantic with worry, and she 
was looking for us. She found me out on the 
sidewalk trying to hull a coconut. 
 
   The Red Cross and other organizations put up a 
tent city in West Palm Beach for the refugees of 
the storm. We stayed there several months, were 
able to get groceries and other necessities, and the 
iceman delivered ice to us. Melvin had gone back 
to the Glades to help with the cleanup. 
 
   We were finally able to return to South Bay, and 
we lived all winter in two army tents put up by the 
Salvation Army or the Red Cross. The Red Cross 
built a house for us on two lots which Melvin 
owned across the street from the house we live in 
today. 
 
   Mildred came back and stayed for several years, and all of us lived together. Mildred married 
Nello Greer from Belle Glade, and Melvin married Vyrue Taylor. Melvin and the others looked 
out for Raymond and me, and we continued to go to school in South Bay. 
 
   Raymond and I grew up with the boys around South Bay. Vernie and Willie Boots, who lost 
their mother, father, and brother, Virgil, at Sebring Farm in the hurricane lived with their half 
brother William Rawls. They were friends of mine. 
 
   Once Vernie, Willie, Johnny and Billy Gardner, Bernam Woodham and I were swimming and 
playing alligator tag by the spillway at the locks down by the bridge. Vernie jumped in the water, 
Bronze Statue by noted sculptor F. Vargas, 
located near the Belle Glade Municipal 
Library. It was dedicated by the Bicentennial 
Committee on May 31, 1976. The plaque on 
it reads: “This Statue is to Honor the Early 
Glades Pioneers and the More than Two 
Thousand Persons Who Lost Their Lives in 
the Disastrous 1928 Hurricane.” 
 
Photograph courtesy of Linda and Jack Stanley.
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hit Bernam with his hip, and knocked him out. Bernam came up bobbing. I grabbed him and just 
as we went through the spillway I managed to grab hold of an iron brace and swing us out of the 
swift water. The other boys grabbed us and pulled us out of danger. Bernam revived, but he did 
not swim any more that day. He went on home. 
 
   The lake was also our playground. My friends and I waded, swam, and played tag up and down 
the south shore. We would go as far west as Lake Harbor and wade and swim from there to Ritta 
Island and all the way around it.  
   
   C.E. Thomas lived in his old house on the east side of the island, and he farmed his land there. 
He had lost all of his family in the ’28 hurricane except his son, Mutt. Mutt was then living with 
an aunt up in north Florida land going to school. Mr. Thomas wanted me and my friends to stay 
and eat with him, and we almost always did. He seemed so lonesome there, living alone and 
farming his land. 
 
   The commercial fishermen would be out fishing in their seine boats, and they were always glad 
to see us when we went out on the lake. They would be insulted if we did not stop and eat with 
them. We would watch them seine the fish with their great nets. We would watch the big bass 
jump in the nets and see the nets filled with cat and bream. The men always insisted that we pick 
out the fish we wanted to take home with us. 
 
   My friends and I had custard apple wars, fighting each other with custard apples. One has to 
search today to find custard apple trees that were once so plentiful. Most of those that were not 
grubbed up by the farmers were cleared out by the great storm. 
 
   We fished off the old mud dike using the tails of grasshoppers for bait. We could pick off a 
bream almost every time by just putting our line down. 
 
   I was helping my brother-in-law, Nello Greer, over on Torrey Island sometime after the 
hurricane. We plowed up human bones. It was not uncommon for farmers to find skulls in the 
fields after the storm. 
 
   As time went on I grew up. I met Lillie at Milton Crouch’s packing house, now South Bay 
Growers, where we were both working. Her father, Bennett Hobbs, moved with his family to 
South Bay in 1935. 
 
   Lillie and I were married on August 8, 1937. We first lived in a house that we rented from 
Russell Fisher several blocks from our present home. Melvin bought a house that a Mr. Alys had 
built, and we rented that house from him for several years. 
 
   A Mr. Hawkins built the two story house that we have lived in ever since. He wanted to leave 
the area, and he sold the house to us for $3,000.00. We moved in three weeks before our 
daughter, Linda, was born. There are four upstairs bedrooms in the house. Mr. Hawkins said that 
he wanted to see us fill them up. We did just that. 
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   Linda was born on August 8, 1943, Sharon was born December 5, 1945, Theresa on September 
22, 1948, and Floyd Oliver Jr. (Buddy) was born on February 9, 1951. 
 
   This story was written so that today’s younger generation might have a record of how life was 
in the Glades in the early days. The Wilder family can be counted among the pioneers on the 
south of Lake Okeechobee. 
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